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Abstract
Data standardization offers significant benefits for industry and regulators alike, 
suggesting that it should be easy. In practice, however, the process has been 
difficult and slow moving. Moving from an abstract incentive-based analysis to 
one focused on institutional detail reveals myriad frictions favoring the status 
quo despite foregone gains. This paper explores the benefits of and challenges 
confronting standardization, why it should be a top regulatory priority, and how 
to overcome some of the obstacles to implementation. The paper also uses 
data standardization as a lens into the challenges that impede optimal financial 
regulation. Alongside capture and other common explanations for regulatory 
failures, this paper suggests that coordination problems, delayed benefits, 
and other banal, but perhaps no less intractable, challenges are often the real 
impediments to better financial regulation.
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Quality	 information	 is	 the	 lifeblood	 of	 strong,	 vibrant	 markets.	 Without	 it,	
investor	confidence	erodes.	Liquidity	dries	up.	Fair	and	efficient	markets	simply	
cease	 to	exist.	As	 the	quantity	of	 information	 increases	exponentially	 through	
the	Internet	and	other	technologies,	the	quality	of	that	information	must	be	our	
signal	priority.1	
	 	 	 	 	 SEC	Chairman	Arthur	Levitt	
	
Data	standards	are	the	rules	by	which	data	are	described	and	recorded.2		
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